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On Sept. 17, President Sixto Duran Ballen announced the withdrawal of Ecuador from the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Duran said OPEC production quotas
were limiting the nation's ability to increase oil exports, while also costing the government US$2
million per year in membership fees. Ecuador's assigned quota under OPEC was 273,000 barrels
per day, although current output is around 300,000 bpd. Over the next three years, the Duran
administration hopes to increase output by at least 50%, and exports by 100%. At present, about half
of domestic production is exported. During his first press conference since taking office, President
Duran said, "Membership in OPEC has meant various costs without bringing major benefits to
the country. Norway, Mexico, and England are oil producing nations outside of OPEC, and it is
not doing them any harm." Ecuador will not formally withdraw as a member until the next OPEC
ministerial meeting, scheduled for Nov. 25 in Vienna, and even then the country will probably adopt
observer status. Ecuador is the first country to withdraw from OPEC since the organization was
founded 32 years ago. In its Sept. 19 issue, the New York Times pointed out that although a minor
oil producer, Ecuador's defection may encourage other members to bail out. According to former
Venezuelan energy minister Humberto Calderon (1979-1983), OPEC is divided into two distinct
blocs with conflicting interests. On the one hand, the large oil producers Venezuela, Saudi Arabia,
Iran, Irak, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates are interested in maintaining moderate prices
to avoid encouraging consumer nations from seeking cheaper, alternative sources of energy. This
strategy stabilizes the market, providing the six oil producers with a guaranteed outlet for reserves
in the long term. In contrast, the small oil producers Ecuador, Algeria, Indonesia, Nigeria, Libya,
Gabon, and Qatar want to increase short-term profits as much as possible, either through higher
prices or export expansion. Calderon and several OPEC nation energy ministers believe these
conflicts will encourage most of the small exporters to leave the organization before the year 2000,
and Ecuador's withdrawal could accelerate their departure. If OPEC grants Ecuador observer status,
thereby eliminating or reducing membership fees, other OPEC members are expected to follow
Ecuador's example. (Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 09/15- 18/92; Associated Press, 09/17/92;
Agence France-Presse, 09/17/92, 09/19/92, 09/21/92; New York Times, 09/19/92)
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